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: VHAT MAKES SCHOGPBOARDS EFFECTIVE?

‘L. Harmen Zeigler,
University of OregOn

[3

- My pemarks are based upon two sources ofcfata. a syste;;tzzihurvey‘of

- school board members” and superintendents 1n randomly selected districts, and

’ [

a nine—gonth,_in depth study, of eleven school districts. The data collection

strategy‘is somewhat complex, but hopefully grovides a comprehensive view qof

school board and superintendent behavior.

-The first'phasefof‘the project was to select a large sample in order to

— . i

/__—~T~——_mprovide/sdfficient breadth. VWe believed that rost studies of school govern-

5

, ance suffered because of lack of generalizability. ,82/50ards and S%Ef;fzfig:/;//ﬁ),;
¢ . A ~ ) #e 5,
) dents were selected, and all board members and superintendents were inler-

,”/ - viewed‘&nrtwoLhoor sessions: Additionallye3 e augmented this sample'with sim- ’ >1
/ . ildr intexviews in the thirteen largest Standard Metropolitan Statistical “

Areas. ple, as fina11y constituted ringes from the largest to the 1

smallest schié{ distri:tsx\~\\ ’ %k~ . , , : - w

‘ . Having achi'ved a realistic level of generalizability, ve recognized that

- » )

we were sacrificing dépth fqr breadth.‘;Thus; we,conducted research in the sm

7 - . "

|
1
smaller eleven distriet ,sample in a substantially. different way, incorporating 1
1

both systematic observation of events and periodic recording of participants

B - s .
. perceptions. For nine mont s, in 1974—75 e gathered the/following inform—

i "ation: ' ] l ol
Z '- - ‘. . \\\ ' -
(1) Ohjective records of a ‘Statements;agg_decisions’madg at central

-suﬁerintendent and.his administrative o ,1
edia of cotmunication exchange (e.g., |

‘ school board “meetings, meetings of t

cabinet, and other formally constitute,.




< .
.(2) Reguliar (veekly) interviews with school board meetings, superin-

tendents; .and other senior administrators in order to record all private or
- . ‘\\

-

* informal communications. Those who rcade presentatlons at public meetings

. - - - —

were'alsq interviewed concerning their petrceptions of‘EESQThey had been Te-

ceived by school district officials. h .

g

- - Thus, the sample is small, but the amouat of 1nformation is” immense. /////

-

Unfortunately, claining title to an ove“whelning amount of 1nformation

\1

provides little help in addressing the question of effective school boards, -~

i

-

" as one's/definition of "effective"” is subjective. Vhat I regard as effective

may well be viewed quite differently by the zajority of schogl board .members.

=

. Besearchers are bothered‘hy such'terms because they-are séductive., It is

S ‘ tempti*gsgo try to persuade you to accept oy view by dazzling displap of
data and analysis I will make every effort to resist this temptation.
"The fifst task then, is to describe a variety of possible definitions
- of efféctive%ess. Next, the conditions (env1rb1nental structural, etc. )
Aiiasociated with each definition can be listed. Finally, you will have to !

3 assume the responsibility of reaching your own conclusions. iMy goal is not

prescription but rather,explanation.

-

‘ . - TWO CONTRASTIKG NOTIONS OF EFFECTIVENESS .

~ |
/// \ ‘ .
e : , ' AN \sr
Political scientists {including me)}“are accustomed to thinking of pub-\ |
- \ B ‘ 1

licly elected bodies, such as school boards, in terms of the extént to which

Co . thef approximate an "ideal" model of democracy.. Obvious;y//no public body is

A

* the 1deal but, by speclfying the criteria of a deﬂdér;tic process, assessments

1

/‘. FEEN ™~ . 1
(//f‘ . are possible. " One way to approach the problen‘of effectiveness, then, is to j
3 l . . e . ro. . J
seeJto what extent scﬁﬁol poards are democratic. The more democratic a boatd ;

L




A

EKC different ‘eriteria: ~ 6

is, the more effective it is judged.
) ,

The ideal board, according to the criteria of democracy, exhipits the

following charagteristics:

R -

(1) Competition for ‘board positions is vigcroﬁé;Le&mpaigns between

¢

' " competing eandidates are phrased in terms of basic differences "in educa-—

tional philosophy.

(2) Successful can&idatee seek to inpiement‘their'iAeology by/eon—\ -

trolling thé educational policies of the district.
. A

(3) Board members are "responsive" to théir constitueats,-and atten—
tive to group demands. They "do what the people want." .

(4) The superintendent is accountable to the people through the board.

¢

He does not make policy, but rather iﬁple:ents the policy'of the board. He

]

/ {
is a manager.

i

(5) Thus, a chain of direct accountability is maintained: the super-
intendent to the board; the board to the co:ﬁunity.

Obviously, public bodies rarely achieve such a level'of effecfivepess;

Most, howeVer, accept these criteria as legitimete‘ School boards are dif-

\f“fegent, not only In the attitudes of board members but also in the function 4

they perform. They are public bodues, but perform a service for a portion

of the public,\rather chaa the pub11c at large. Of course,/i%? public at

large benefits, but the primary clients of the school are studenzf/féiientsﬁ

4 » . 5

whom professional services are‘p:[vided.) The welfafe of- the client is /
dies do not -

a major concern of school boards. Other publicly elect“h

perform a specialized service for a linited clientele.w Q&tx<g§uncils, for
‘/“;.')';‘ v
’ example, serve the entire commdnity and proy1de 1itti€ prafgssional service.
3 4 f " e
The"- professional model of effecti\e.ess, therefore, Eas fUndamentdlly

AN

-

te
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" (1) Since professional services‘ﬁi?\not be subject to non-professional

+ * -
judgment, competitions’ for board positions should.-not be devisive. Rather,
\ - . ° [ = } ot . )
candidates should seek such positions on the assumption that educational
. o L )

. . .
philosophy is best negotiated without widespread public interest. .

(2) Successful c¢andidates should not seek to impose their‘will upon
the district. The cli&nts of the school, students, did not partid&pate

o

in their election. . o X
(3) Therefore, board‘membere need not be responsive to tne larger

comnunity or‘its componeﬁf/groups. They should not necessarily do what

* Mghe people" want. _

(4) Rather, the board should defer to the QUpegéptendent, who has .

the requ1site1l;aining‘and expertise to rmake sound decisions. The role of

5 .-

L)

the board is largely that of selecting a competent. superintendent. .

"(5) Effective boards are those which prbvide sufficient agtonomyi;or :

a superintendent'to’proyidejappfopriate professional ser4&ces to the clien~

. tele of.the educationaIVEjetem. ' R : B .;\ .

Again, the modelois rarely approximated in real life. However, de-
pending upon how one elects to define effectiveness, one can assess one's
own board. . Which model i¢ "right"? You be the judge. Which model is more

closely dpproximated in reality? What conditions are associated with each .

model? These are questions which I feel competent to answer.

4

A — R -
-

- ELECTIONS
ELECTIONS

E )

\

Most boards are'elected by a non—partisad, at large's§5tem. The.elec~

tions are staggered, so that no board can undergo a complete change of per-
vsa/

sonnel, and electiens are held at times other than general elections. Such

N . . ]

T
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structural constra ts, instituted as a consequence of the municipal reform
-~

1
movement, were consclo\SIy dESlgned to lower e1ectora1 acc0untab111ty.
) -
Numerous studies have degznstrated that such electoral systems depress

e
turnout, and contribute to an election with disproportionate sentation

of upper status groups. School boards are no exception. Com etition for -—

board posit1c1s is quite limited. Like all public bodies, :the ell-to-do

r
. are over-represented. Compared to the general public, board members have ’
those qualities traditionally endeared in Amerlcan society. They are more’
. - s

. often male, white, middle aged,_better educated; more prestigiously employed,

7

~ '

- ) Brotestant,-devout, Republican, and have been residents longer in their . -

communities. School board members also eminated more often from a home where
— , .

the father was self-employed and better educated than the general public.

. _ 4 o .
They came from backgrounds associated with education rather than politics.

The presence of close family mémbers in éducation predisposes indjviduals T 1
. v ) R ! . T
toward board membership, whereas the presence, of family members in politics

does not.

Additionally, it is a common practiCe for existing’boards to seek out -

acceptable candidates. This behavior tends to place similar minds on the

L. post election bogrd. One need not* believe in conspiracy to accept the fact

A

of deliberate self perpetuation.’ Board members may engage in recruiting simply
1 N

L
\\\\\ to develop any respectable candidates at all! N*vertheless, there is a ten- 1

\\ - PR - - - i
’z

|

1

-

|

i

|

s

\
~ dency toward "systém closure

\. . Such a constnalning recruitment system does not prov1de the electorate T

\ - —
N "
\

4
with\clearly defined alternaﬁives. When laid aéginst\the ideal norn, school

r‘l

board candidates fall far short as would probably be the case for most local -

offices. In many cases, the voter is left to chobse between “two ‘candidates

.‘» MI




!
|

e

- . . - .
‘program is what schooling is supposed %o be 2ll about.. It is decisions in this—

.
1

"

Even among.

promising to "provide thé best education for the'least monmey.

TN

those candidates who did discern a difference with their opponent; few cited

’
-

. [ e -
differencés concerning the educational prograz and personnel. The educational >
area which are presumed to have 5 the most immediate impact upon the students.

Still, the issue is largely absent from board elections.

PN

I am not describing these conditions to condemn them or to praise them.

- - 1 . . o .
%& you regard such a recruitment process’as cesirable; bé reassured. From the
point of view of effectiveness according to tte derocratic model, the»criteria‘

of open, recurrent and conflict filled elections are poofl& met. If this dis~

‘o

pleasgf you, and you wish 2 more egiective bozzd, then the conditions under -

~ /}
which such a ‘situation &an be-realized are reasomably clear: those devic

v

designed to create low levels: of competition should be eliminated. ections

'\should be partisan, from wards rather then at large, held simultaneously with

=

other elections, on a non—staggered'ﬁ/gis. Our research has clearly indicated

that, when elections are held under these conditions, competition is 1mproved

-
qualitatively and quantitatively. More seats are contested, more incumbents

are 3uccessfully challenged more candidates regard their VieWS as in sub-~

stantial contrast to those of their opporents.. .

°

From the point of view of dempcratic'theory, vigorous elections are a

s m—— e —oy

sign of political health. " Boards which display such characteristics ("unte-

formed" boards) are "effective.'" However, before we rush to our state legis~ .
1 \: . -

\ L
latures to démand electoral reconstruction, consider the impact of political

' competition upon the superintendent. Clearly, the involuntary depatture.of the

-

. .
lsuperintendent creates a crisis for the school board., By gf:ing a elear signal

fo the superintendent, either by outright refusal to renew a contract or by

£

N -

&




mgiing life,so difficult that the superintendert has no choicé but’to deave,’

.th bangxin¥i%es ion of existing/school-community conflicts. One must .
. e R t . -

choose sides. Yet involuntary tufnover of superintendents is strongly associ-

ated with healthy electoral competition, Is a boaxd which-finds it impossiblé“"\\f'
. /(,"‘ ) ; ] . s
to maintain stable relations vith administrators "effective"? The conditions

for an effective democratic board seem to contradict the conditions for an ..

~effective professional board.

- B - .
- 3 N

LAY PARTICIPATION AND BOARD RESPONSE . . ™

/

The notion of "doing what the people want", a key to democratic effect-

v

y ) o . ”
iveness but not professional effectiveness, is difficult for board members to

L) "

/ achieve »whethet”or not they agree that they should do so. Ourﬂnine-month st

of communication indicates that discussions at board meetingsfare almost

.

,’plegelygoominageé/by the board and administration. Rerely do .members of the

l ‘ Organizeé interest groops ano political parties, which~p he demandA_ _*~_?
‘ * articulation function in nost/golitical processes, are rel y‘inactive in %
. <
educational decision-making( N T "é
‘ ° |

Lackin any linking mechanism, school board mémbers can hardly be faulted :///
for being unresponsive. . Still.idistricts with a &1ch grouo 1ife do GXISt. : //el %
y ~-" For a pol itel scientist accustomed.to the norms of democratic theOry, aCtiigi_w;_iij
) groups are g sirabie because of their 1inking function: they chéﬂﬁel and ////4

articulate mass demands. Are the boards in such distr1cts>"effective '? Cgr-
4 . * )

o tainly so, judging from the democratic model Consider,_howcver, the.costs

ERIC \ 10




’ .* ' . - N . ) N
of such effectiveness. Distrjcts with active interest groups are alsg likely
: - 5 e, ‘e o - . L o .

to experience: (1) racial conflictgﬂ(Z) teacher critioism and firings, a

i

(3) f1nancial problems add deeats, and (4) superintenaent turnovers. LN

5 -

In any case, board members are disinclined'to believe that they view . .

their role as one of instructed delegate. -Most board members (and even more

v

.

_superintendents) regard the appropriate mode of goverpance as that of trustee.

! .

That is to say, they do not believe they should represeht the publio S. opinion

. . ::>

'uncritically. They see themselves a§»best serving the public by acting in accord—

e

ance with their own judgment (the public, incidentally, diSagrees). However,

our ev1dence indicates that their own Juﬂcment is most often out of harmony

.

Wlth the views of the public. Boards do not do what "the pe0ple want becausei- - }
A

(3) even if they-did they, probably would not modify the1r-v1eWs. Ts such a 4

) board——insulated from public expectations-hless effective ;han one that is the .%

\ A

uncrn.t:-;l.cal mirror of publ:Lc oplm.on" 'i&p, it d;ep'ends.

ards which do seek

. tor represent the public are more likely»to oppdse the s eﬂintendent.i Such a ', !

1
“r -

A
significant. If a board regards itself as a trustee,

n

i

eed*bf);he constraints -

.

the”best interests .of pub11c education. Vhich lead shou

\ ’ C ' ‘ i \ 1%
‘  THE BOARD AND ¥HE SUPERINTENDENT } |

| R [T S

s

]

1

|

In most cases, the board elects to follou the leadership of the super- -

. vintendent. One might argue that the superintendent “re?resepts? the publdc,

< " - -
/. Y oo Yo ' . ;o - -
. ‘ .
/ : B K _
. - . L
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SN

and thus the‘boafd ‘in followiug his Iead@rship, does no»violence toudemoc-

e ’
- ’

.racy. In fact, _the educational views o£ the superiniendent are even Iess con-.
. . - , » - . 4
gruenf with the publice's than are thoée of the board. Further, the Superin—

>

tendent s informal communication inheavily blased in favor of parentskwho

agree with his position. Most iuformal communication is supportive,‘and nhot

‘ -

representative of thelcommunity.’ The inforrmal communicatioﬁ*of the board.is )
somewhat more diverse. So nhen boards accede to t;i eXperttse of the super—" '
1ntenden; they do‘so at the expense “of representing the puhlic. - : .
Thegextent to whicH. béards are subord:;ate to/;ii/igpef{ntendent is, hotly')"
. ‘a

debated. I have written on several occasions that ards do not govern, but -
rather legitimate, or ratify, ‘the policy receﬁﬁendabiens of the superinten— :T\) ,

dent. Such a position is not uncontesfed Superintendents‘hgve recently

e
lamented that, the1r policy supremacy is- slippin and that.their position *s

beleaguered. I believe that ‘the authority of the superintendent ‘is declining,

' P .

but not as a consequence of anresurgence of board influence. Rather, superin- ’

% . ) . "'
reguirements, Title’I‘guidelines, etc.@.‘ . Y .

t propose .
‘%

pOlle/ and rely upon the superinﬁendent to administer pol S Rather, the

’ While these are exceptions, I still argue that _boards do

gset theé agenda, a tally portant function. The power to decide what i h

v
N -



v . ,; ! ) ~

.

RPN th° tOpics and pollcy alternatives which 1vill be- entertained gives thq‘con»

troller of the agenda cons1derab1e power in determining what policies will be

adopted. Our research sought to ascertain not.only the formal resgpnsibility -

- .

> L . .
4" for preparation of 2 parliamentary agenda, but also who aétually was reSpongi::
.’ » - \
sible for the 1ssue being raised. Obv1ously, the superintendent sets the - .

[’iormal aoenda. CQur evidence also indicabes ﬁrat the superintendent-—in concert

.- - . . , [

" with administratilifstaff—-sets about QOZ of the formii and 1nforma1 agenda’

LY

for the board. We‘also learned that, having set‘the.agenda superlnteqdents

provide policy recommend.tions about 95 pergent of the tlme. _His recommendar

. %
)

tions are adopted, usually unanimously, about 94_pe%?£nt of the time. Such a
. A y . <
record of success w#ould be the envy of anv governor méyor, or ‘president, and

is all the more remarkable because the suoerlntendent is the legal employee

of the boq;d. ' ) - o AL < T g
. \ X
= 0ne should net 1gnore the very rea1 possibility. that superintendents are
- . \

more constrained than thair overt behav1or would suggest. Ihef may avoid p}ac—

® o
‘~\\‘ B . "»r%ﬁ" ."*.’ N

ing 1tems on the agenda when 1t appears 11Lely they will fade Substa1tia1_ ; ,

. - . -~ ' ?

opposition. They m3y communicate ihformadly wrth board members “to achi&ve: \(:

\ £ » ] . L L '
Y consensus prior to the fprmal méetinos. Thus, substantial bargdinlng, nego-

. N - . . T

- tiation, and’ compromise may cur. By the tine the iSSue s made public,‘

..

differences between the b6and and the super1ntendeht ‘are removed .-t .

d . fhile such bargaining ‘does occur, it is not the rule. Our Oﬁito;kng -

L of informal cOmmunications does'not indlcate that prespublio negotiation is, i=‘¢
a widespread praetice. Rather: I believe that gub}ic”bchavlor and private ] a'iJ

oy o -

-behaV1or -are quite siﬁilar.- Lay boards of eduycation find it difficult to match\ﬂ
]

the resources and expertise of superintendents and are 1nclined to defer -to

thcms Independen:\staffs for boards ate s11 scarce, ‘so the superintendent s

~
-

offiCe is tﬁe basic.source of information.- Orten, supériutendents, uhen they . ..

' LRIC. e T

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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» propose a policy, do #ot ptovide a rationale fdr an opposing,. p@nt of view.
.a\#\, : .

¢t
-

Thus(, the ‘board nust, chogse between the wvell developed arguments of the

) superint ende-%t » or, nothing.

© . Are such boards "effeative"? Na, from the.demoecratie model; yes,; from
$ ) ’ ’ ¢ - . . v 7 . © -
the professional model. Boards:which de-challedge the superintendent are
-~ i * ' ‘ - - - ‘ ' )
\ bdst likely to .be highly. politicized both structurally (e.g., they are élected

<

by partisan ballot from wards), and emotiqnally (they are found in communities
undergoing severe, conflict). In h y politicized atmospheres, the expert\ -
. rﬁsources of the spperint;ndent are not nighly ‘régarded If one regards a

boatd wh;ich successfully const'rains the sqperintendent as | ffective, then .

"

. lat‘ée doses of pohtical structure and political conflict are nrescribed.

) =

\ ' .Also, such eoards are liLely—te be fbund - +in fiscal].y dependent d].stricts.
. If éne believes that effective(ho,ards are those which prov1de maxmum freedom

for t!}e supe’tintendent, the politics should ‘be kept out of educat‘ion

The separation of edueatiqn and politics, ‘a major thehe in the ideology-

*
< -

* ) of American ed,étional go&ernance, clearly enhances the role of the super—

>
) <R ¢

in,t,endent I/f one adopts a profe551onal as opposed to’ a democratic model

.

‘the status is quite satisfactory. Boards of education are, in most cases,
7——_ ) ) \ ub
not comparable to leg&atﬁe assemblies. That is, they db not dlvide into
; \ J— . ‘
: stable ' factions. and ipitiate policy. The - superintendeut, trained for the j’ob
: . is .the central actgr. ‘ T , - -
3.’ A * ,/ : . \ : i
< N Hovever, avel, }£ one accepts the professional model, ba aware of’ its

LY 4

. "y -
costs. Insulation may free the superintendent from community constr,aints, but
(¥ . . - ‘s . * - '™ -

. . . - :, R 2 . " . ~_'.
. it does not equip him, or the board, to deal‘ efficient]y with rancorous conflict, ™

e e
. Conflict, tro*’mal" in most political arenas, is difficult to accept in educa— °L
) o, S . e
R t'ional policy—mki’ng- Thus, when 2 controversy erupts, district officials " ,\.‘ T, ;
\ / . ! t.’— A
o ftequently prove 1ncapreb1e of effectne conflikt nagement. -Thus, crisis' ‘

ERIC h T N




- 1

,  decision-m2king occurs, ironically, more often -in education than in other
i ,‘ ﬁt > . e . . ' . .
- public arenas because the professional model is’gredicated_gpoh the %ssumpt;oﬁ
of unity. An effectivg?boérd, by profggsionéi staﬁdardéjmmay find itself.paéa—

_alyzed by conflict. An effective board, in 5azgtrg§ic tézgig_may.find conflict
w R

b

easy to manage. . : . :

i . L .
Both models of effective boards have cos:ts and benefits. .Carried to
.. > : ; “ .. . .
this- extreme, the logic of the democratic model reduces the superintendent

<
. . ’ .

. to the role of clerk (as he once was). .The professional model redhcesiyoérds

* -
«

to the role gf cheer leaders for the admigistration (as‘sozg,'but not all, arej;__

'S
. ’ . .

School governance is schizophrenic, as it invoives toth public éqod.and pro- -,

e -

. -*~  fessional service. No other unit of govg;g;é carries such a.burden. Perhaps,

then, the most effective board is one that fiaf

>

..

5 an appropriate mixture.of éhq

two- todels. Such a task is wdrthy of the talents of the most’skilled practi- ’
J . . L. ,
tioners of the art 6f governance. v o .
h . . ) . )
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